came rampant. And the residue of the strike, many believe, became Byrne's undoing.
It all seemed reminiscent of the old days, during the 1850's, when Chicago Mayor Levi Boone engaged in a bitter contest with German beer garden owners, raising the fees on liquor licenses and closing the popular watering holes on Sundays. A turbulent encounter during a protest march resulted in serious causalities and became known as "the Chicago beer riots." Boone was voted out of office at the first opportunity, as Germans made common cause with the Irish. Political suicide has been a longstanding Chicago tradition.
The reality of political homicide, however, was unfamiliar to Chicagoans until the tragedy surrounding the death of the beloved Mayor Carter Henry Harrison I. Chicago was sixty years old before it had to face the trauma of political assassination.
It came, ironically, on the eve of the close of the World's Columbian Exposition, October 28, 1893. Sadly, during what was the city's most stunning international achievement-the visit of 27 million people from around the world to view the exotic fair showcasing Chicago-the erudite, five term mayor was slain.
Under Carter Harrison I, Chicago came of age and developed into the capital of the American heartland. He was popular and well respected. He was a Democrat -and a politician whose long career bridged the wide gulfs of class and ethnicity in Chicago with effectiveness and great success.
He was known as "the common man's mayor." And he loved nothing better than riding through the city's neighborhoods mounted on his white horse greeting citizens. It was said that his door was 'always open.' Unfortunately, it was just such openness that led to his demise.
As Chicagoans looked forward to the dramatic ceremonies that were to conclude the World's Fair the following day, Harrison dined at home with, his family in their elegant near Westside mansion at what is now Ashland and Jackson.
Following dinner, he caught a quick nap. At 7:30 p.m., Eugene Patrick Prendergast, of Lincoln Park, a twenty-five year old struggling Irish immigrant who worked as a newspaper delivery man, rang the mayor's bell for the second time that night. He insisted on speaking to the mayor himself. Shortly after being admitted to the hallway, the family maid informed the mayor of a visitor. Prendergast, impatient with waiting, boldly entered the hall and made his way to the parlor in which the mayor sat. Witnesses say that shortly after that, [Vol. 92 they heard shots ring out. And by the time they could make their way to the first floor, Prendergast was out the door and shooting back at the Mayor's butler.
Within seconds Preston Harrison, one of the mayor's sons, discovered his father mortally wounded upon the parlor floor. Blood was everywhere. Quickly, a nearby neighbor, Dr. Foster, arrived and determined the wounds were fatal. Twenty-three minutes later the mayor died.
Within forty-five minutes of the shooting, Prendergast had made his way to the Des Plaines Avenue police station. Walking in calmly and business like, still holding a .38 caliber Smith and Wesson revolver, he announced to the sergeant on duty that he had just shot the mayor. Already alerted by telephone call of the mayor's death, police immediately placed Prendergast under arrest.
Chicago was soon seized by the horror of the news of Mayor Harrison's assassination. Fear and a sense of terror gripped the city. A genuine feeling of deep personal mourning fell upon Chicago as flags were lowered to half-staff. Inside the Harrison house family and friends gathered and grieved. The 68 year old, twice widowed mayor had planned to be married for a third time in only a matter of weeks. His finance, Miss Annie Howard, present in the home that night, was driven to hysteria by the events, necessitating sedation.
In the aftermath of the assassination, the mechanisms of the criminal justice system in Cook County went quickly to work.
Within hours of the shooting, Chicago's newspapers were reporting on the questionable mental stability of the suspect. Prendergast gladly acknowledged that he had shot the mayor because he had refused to appoint him to the office of Corporation Counsel -a job for which he had no training. Speculation as to his sanity was rampant. Chief Brennan of the Chicago Police Department, who spoke with the suspect within 20 minutes of his arrest, announced to the press, "He is crazy. As crazy as a bed bug." Another police official remarked that "he seemed out of his right senses." Assistant Chief of Police Kipley stated, "Prendergast had talked and acted like a crazy man." In fact, few details emerged from the police with the exception of comments on his state of mind.
The day following Chicago's first political homicide, the inquest into the mayor's death was held in the Harrison home. Prendergast, now acknowledged as "the murderer," by Chicago's daily Inter Ocean, was brought to the late mayor's home where witnesses be-fore the coroner's jury identified him as the shooter. He was ordered bound over to the Grand Jury.
It was soon discovered that Prendergast had been writing threatening letters concerning the Corporation Counsel's position, not only to Harrison, but to Adolph Kraus, the Corporation Counsel himself. "I want your job. Do not be a fool. Resign. Third and final notice," one note read.
The press reported that prior to traveling out to the mayor's home, on October 28th, Prendergast had visited Kraus in his City Hall office, warning him to resign then and there or face the consequences. Kraus only escaped violence when he tricked Prendergast into believing he was about to vacate the office for him. Kraus lost his intruder in the crowded lobby of City Hall. That evening, when Prendergast visited the mayor, Harrison wasn't as lucky.
By the time Prendergast came to trial, less than five weeks later, the question of his sanity, riveted Chicagoans, and was central to the prosecution's case. At. his three-week trial, "expert" witnesses testified that although he was a "crank," he was, in fact, sane when he pulled the trigger and murdered Harrison. They paid little attention to the report that he had suffered a severe head trauma as a child that left him impaired, or the fact that his grandfather had died in Ireland in a lunatic asylum.
On December 29, 1893 the jury quickly returned a verdict of guilty and sentenced Prendergast to hang. They set March 23, 1894 as the date for his execution. But on March 22, just one day before the capital sentence was to be carried out, Prendergast's brother, had a motion filed on his behalf, citing section 285 of the Criminal Code by which a condemned criminal's post sentence insanity bared his execution. Judge Chetlain granted a stay of execution, ordering that a new sanity trial be held.
At this juncture, Prendergast received a new defense 'dream team' led by young Chicago attorney named Clarence Darrow -perhaps the death penalty's most outspoken critic in Chicago. It was his first murder defense: Darrow set out to shatter the opinions of the state's medical experts.. One doctor, over 80 years of age, he characterized as "a relic of a forgotten age," and another doctor who had stopped practicing medicine had all the skills he insisted of a "butcher." A third expert, he pointed out, had been dismissed by the state when he found correctly that the accused was insane.
Darrow was relentless in identifying Prendergast's severe mental disabilities and his further mental disintegration while incarcerated. [Vol. 92 Prendergast's irrational behavior was at the heart of Darrow's defense. "Was the state so interested in taking a life that lawyers should travel beyond the truth and beyond the record and beg the jury to violate their oaths for the sake of giving justice a victim," he pled.
Bizarre correspondence written by Prendergast to officials across the country, as well as in Chicago, demonstrated his unstable mental capacity. Prendergast requested that single tax advocate Henry George and Baltimore's Cardinal Gibbons each.testify at his trial.
Darrow cited Prendergast's odd obsessions with things like support of the single tax theory, the gold standard and the new grade crossings for Chicago's elevated train system, as examples of his insanity. Prendergast claimed these espoused theories were the cause of his shooting Mayor Harrison. He continued to display distinct but irrational thinking.
Throughout his incarceration, Prendergast continued to write letters, over and over, in which he made such statements as, "I was obliged to shoot the mayor because he betrayed my confidence and interfered with me in the discharge of my duties, both in the abolishing of grade crossings and in the advocating of the single tax."
Facing the new Prendergast jury, Darrow pleaded: "You have been asked to ignore all the learning and the science of the past. You have been asked to forget all the humanity of civilization which the years of progress and enlightenment have given the world. You have been asked to do all this for the sake of giving the law a victim."
On July 3, 1894, however, that jury brought in a verdict of sanity on Prendergast, sentencing him to hang, ten days later, on Friday, July 13. Darrow's petitions to Illinois Governor John Altgeld, and Lieutenant Governor Joseph Gill, fell on deaf ears. Prendergast was hanged as ordered. It was the only case Darrow was ever to lose.
Curiously enough though, Chicago's first political homicide, and Prendergast's fate, appears in reality to have truthfully rested on the curious and tragic set of historical conditions of the times outside the control of all involved in the case.
Just six years earlier, Chicago was embroiled in a terrifying labor dispute that erupted into the famous Haymarket Riot of 1886. With labor organizers and anarchists marching through the streets of Chicago, it did not take much for the situation to disintegrate into calamity and misfortune. You may remember that four convicted anarchists were hanged for their part in the riots and the resulting loss of police life. However, Darrow was later able to convince Illinois Governor Altgeld, Darrow's law partner, to eventually free the remaining convicted Haymarket anarchists in 1893. The result proved to be politically unpopular in Chicago and damaging for Altgeld. His promising political career ended with his defeated at the polls in his bid for reelection in 1896.
So when Darrow once again petitioned for Altgeld's intervention, this time in the Prendergast case in 1894, the Governor, more interested in 'damage control' over the Haymarket episode, refused to listen.
In addition, Prendergast's trial was played out against a further tragic episode of Chicago labor violence that erupted in the notorious Pullman strike of 1894. Chicagoans had grown fearful of the lawlessness such episodes brought about. Federal troops lined Chicago streets the summer of the Prendergast second trial. And the instability that resulted in the shock and fallout from Harrison's assassination created a culture in which justice needed to appear hard and severe. Thirty-three years later Darrow would return to the rhetoric he used in Prendergast's defense, making use of it in his defense of two other Chicagoans Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb.
Chicago's second political homicide actually occurred outside the city, forty years after the Harrison assassination -in Miami Florida, amidst the early euphoria that followed the election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt.
Chicago Mayor Anton Cermak, who carried Chicago for FDR, in the 1932 election, traveled to Miami to meet the President-elect on February 15, 1933. Having just listened to Roosevelt address a crowd of 15,000 at Miami's Bay Front Park, Cermak was shot in the right side just below the ribs by an assassin's bullet, said at the time to be aimed at Roosevelt.
The shooter, Giuseppi Zangara, was immediately apprehended on the spot by members of the crowd. He turned out to be a short, impoverished, Italian immigrant and admitted anarchist. News bulletins flashed the details of the attempt on Roosevelt's life. Cermak, mortally wounded, was rushed by automobile to a nearby hospital.
Zangara was quickly jailed and arraigned twelve hours later. His trial on four counts of attempted murder -three other people were shot in addition to Cermak -began February 20, 1933 , five days later, before Dade County Judge E.C. Collins.
Pleading guilty in his broken English, the little anarchist, who newspapers said once attempted to shoot Italian King Victor Em- [Vol. 92 manuel, was sentenced to 80 years in prison -20 years for each count. He said to the judge -"0 judge, don't be stingy. Give me hundred years." Sadly, two weeks later, on March 6, Mayor Cermak succumbed to his wound. And that day, Zangara was charged with murder. Just four days later, March 10, 1933, he was sentenced to die in the electric chair. The sentence was carried out just 10 days later, on March 20th-just five weeks from arrest to execution.
From the night Zangara shot Cermak, until the day the switch was thrown at the Florida State Penitentiary at Raiford, only thirtythree days had passed. Florida didn't cotton to anarchists anymore than Chicago did.
By all accounts you might expect these events to have brought Chicago's second political homicide to a speedy end. However, years later, in 1957, former Cook County Circuit Court Judge John H. Lyle, offered a strange twist to the events.
Lyle, a great friend of Cermak's and a former Chicago Alderman, enjoyed a tough reputation on the bench due to the high bails he set on Chicago mobsters. Often, it is said, they ran as large as $100,000 so that he could keep hoodlums behind bars. Lyle, it is said, was the man who coined the phrase "public enemy." Judge Lyle, who ran for Chicago mayor in the Republican primary against Mayor Big Bill Thompson in 1931, stated that he firmly believed that FDR had never been the target of Zangara's bullet. Instead, he insisted, Cermak's death was in fact a mob hit. It was retaliation, he said, for Cermak's attempt to have Frank Nitti, the leader of the Capone gang during 'Big Al's' imprisonment, removed and replaced with Cermak's own man Ted Newberry.
Nitti was sitting in his 221 North LaSalle office on December 19, 1932, when two Chicago Police detectives, Harry Lange and Harry Miller, both sergeants from the Special Gang Detail, walked in without any warrant, accompanied by two uniformed Chicago police officers they had enlisted for the job.
Nitti's hands were raised in the air when Lange shot him three times in the stomach, neck and chest. Lange then gave himself a superficial flesh wound in the arm that, he later said, he received from Nitti.
Nitti however did not die. And unfortunately for Lange and Miller, Christopher Callaghan, one of the uniformed police officers, testified as to the truth of what really happened. The result was that charges were brought against Lange and Miller. Callaghan also noted that before the raid on Nitti, Lange and Miller visited Mayor Cermak in his office.
Former assistant state's attorney Abraham Lincoln Maravitz defended Lange and Millar and was able to get them off with a verdict of simple assault with a $100 fine. Later Ted Newberry's body was found in Indiana in early January 1933.
Judge Lyle went on to insist that Cermak's death was actually a mob hit ordered by Nitti. And that Zangara, far from being a real anarchist, in fact, had the iron will of the mafia. After he carried out the mafia decree to hit Cermak, his lips were forever sealed. "The mafia doesn't have to kill you inside the Chicago City limits. It can kill you in New York or Miami or at the big fights or the World Series, cause you always go places like that," Lyle wrote.
In each of these instances of political homicide in Chicago, events appear to be driven by the historical forces greater than the individual assassin. And most importantly the results of these crimes had far reaching effects on Chicago and the nation.
It And the assassination of Cermak brought its own widespread change to both Chicago and national politics. In the aftermath of Cermak's death, local Democrats chose the Sanitary District's Ed Kelly to succeed as mayor. It began the long line of Bridgeport Irish mayors from the l1th Ward and gave birth to the Chicago KellyNash machine as it came to be known. In addition, Kelly was the man responsible for helping to put FDR in the White House for a historic third term in 1940. And in 1944, he was part of the inside circle who convinced Roosevelt to dump Vice President Henry Wallace and make the obscure Missouri Senator Harry S. Truman the party's Vice Presidential nominee.
The worlds of 1893 and 1933 were in some ways very different from our own, lacking the protective judicial insulation of the past 50 [Vol. 92 years. The rarity of political homicide, then, unleashed justice that was swift, unrelenting and harsh. It is fair to say that in spite of the many mitigating factors that would alter such events today, each shooter was doomed from the start. To us, each of the assassins might appear to be, in fact, nothing but poor, pathetic misfits, victims themselves of the tragedy of the times. They were sad individuals who were at the mercy of the forces of their age.
On the day of his death, Carter Harrison addressed a large crowd of big city mayors gathered at the Columbian Exposition on what was known as "Cities Day." His words, his last spoken in public, carried a haunting boast, as he looked forward to his future and that of the city he so deeply loved. "I intend to live for more than a half century, and at the end of that half century London will be trembling lest Chicago shall surpass her." Sadly, he did not live to see the wonder that grew to be this modem city on the lake.
Chicago suffered tremendous losses in the deaths of Mayors Harrison and Cermak. In each instance the traumatic incidents themselves became powerful political and cultural catalysts for growth and change. Each homicide demonstrates unique cultural applications of punishment for crime. Each in their own way demonstrates powerful and turbulent forces at work in their own time. But each emerges with its own peculiar Chicago character, still tantalizing our curiosity and teasing our interest.
Immediately after he was shot, Anton Cermak summed up what, I believe, is the spirit of Chicago sacrifice, the kind of fortitude that has helped this city to survive and thrive. As he spoke to Presidentelect Roosevelt at Jackson Memorial Hospital in Miami, his words were simple and strong, "I am glad it was I, instead of you."
